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Abstract 
The idea that experiencing the world is a straightforward uncomplicated matter 
is challenged in a contemporary postmodern context. The empirical notion that reality 
can be experienced firsthand has been mostly abandoned in favour of the view that 
reality is constructed through language and culture. Indeed, most views of the world 
carry a bias, whether conscious or unconscious, which affects all that is encountered. It 
is not possible to separate the observable world from the person observing it nor to 
report on the world without already having a position on how it functions. As such 
‘meaning’, in this body of research, is found in the awareness that the past informs and 
shapes the experience of the present moment. This is activated through a heightened 
sensory awareness of various stimuli, set up through the artworks, which draw distant, 
past associations into the present consciousness.  
Through practice led research I am creating the conditions within which the 
visitor can develop a heightened awareness of their associations through sensory 
experience and discover that those associations are always tethered to the past, shaping 
the ways in which they encounter the world. It is my objective through this project to 
open the way for a better understanding of the Self in relation to Being (consciousness), 
in a phenomenological sense, through this heightened sensory awareness. The practical 
outcomes of this research have been developed through a creative exploration of the 
sensorial world.  
In this project I posit that we do not draw meaning from the physical, material 
world itself but rather, meaning is located in our understanding that the physical world 
is brought into being through our consciousness of it.  
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Introduction 
This research project has grown out of a long held interest in how we perceive 
and experience the world. As a child growing up in a rural community my life was 
usually occupied with explorations of the surrounding countryside on horseback and 
experiences on the farm. I hold strong memories of the scent of animal hide and dung, 
being damp from rain and the warmth and texture of haystacks. Whilst I was able to 
investigate memories and processes of transformation to some extent in my 
undergraduate studies, the Masters research provided an ideal opportunity to examine 
the nature of being, between sensory experiences and materiality. To ensure my projects 
continued in alignment with this trajectory, I frequently revisited my research question.  
During the early stage of this research, my practice steered away from my 
learned and habitual artistic processes, which involved concepts of symbolic 
representations produced through sculptural form. My objective was to investigate how 
raw and natural materials translate into meaning in contemporary art, through 
phenomenology and the embodied experience. Significantly, in order for visitors to find 
their own meaning from my projects, it is essential for them to have a heightened 
sensory experience. 
After months of examining various possible uses of the walnut tree, it became 
increasingly evident it was essential for this research project to be tested in a particular 
studio environment. Preference was for a higher than average ceiling to examine the 
influences of vertical scale; a space that could be openly visited and a variety of 
projects could be realized. Since these particular studio conditions were unavailable, I 
decided to build a temporary studio in the pine plantation adjoining the Faculty of Art 
and Design at Federation University Australia’s Gippsland Campus. The studio site was 
constructed shortly after gaining permission from university authorities. Initially, I was 
purely interested in finding a generic area to build a specific testing ground, then over 
time I realized that the site (pine plantation) was actually informing the decisions I 
made. My projects developed from explorations of the immediate environment. If I 
hadn’t built the Sensory Project Site, the other projects would not have come to fruition. 
In my purpose built studio I could fully investigate limitations, appreciations and 
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identify how meaning can be found in contemporary art, between site specific, 
materiality and sensory experiences. 
Studio methodologies evolved through reflection, refinement and considerations 
for successes and failures from the initial research project and throughout the suite of 
projects. A degree of discipline was essential during the decision making process 
regarding material approaches, specifically to ensure visual cues were not the 
predominant aspect. Raw and natural materials are a profound and accessible medium 
for reaching a multi-cultural audience in which meaning can be evoked from memories, 
associations and imaginations. For example, tin buckets, tank stands, hessian strips, ice, 
and familiar scents such as jasmine flowers, cloves and eucalyptus all mean something 
different to each person. These works require a human presence to fulfil their purpose, 
as they acquire their meaning from the human interactions, which take place within 
them. My projects are a practical exploration and analysis of the constitution of the 
human experience with place, revealing ways in which we find meaning through 
perception and experience.  
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Chapter One 
Sensory Experiences in Contemporary Art 
Introduction 
My research investigates ways in which we find meaning in contemporary art. I 
am particularly interested in how we draw meaning through a multi-sensory experience. 
The overarching title, ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ encompasses eight sensory 
installation artworks. This chapter begins with a brief critical reflection on ocular-
centrism. It is followed by discussions and examples concerning how senses other than 
the visual provides personal meaning in contemporary art.   
In this section I refer to my artwork, which comprises a range of sensory installations 
that investigate these effects. The discussion turns towards the senses as important 
generators for meaning and shows that by way of heightened awareness, we are able to 
recognise our own sensory filters through our various encounters with art. I discuss my 
observations, how viewers/visitors1 encounter these works, and how they potentially 
draw meaning from these encounters. I use theories of phenomenology to underpin 
these investigations, through a close look at influential American artist James Turrell’s 
phenomenological light works and my own Aromatic Tapestries, paying particular 
attention to specific senses including touch, smell, sound, temperature and movement. 
The inclusion of the senses temperature and movement stems from German sculptor, 
performance artist and teacher Joseph Beuys, who in turn borrowed ideas from the 
writings of German-Austrian philosopher, author, social reformer Rudolf Steiner.2 
Steiner noted that Western beliefs were predominantly concerned with rational and 
intellectual awareness, whereas Eastern philosophy was more concerned with 
inspiration and intuition derived from sensory perceptions.3 The final section of this 
chapter considers the sensorial world.  
                                                          
1 The term ‘viewer’ has undertones associated with purely visual experiences, whereas the framework of 
‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ specifically regards multiple sensory experiences. It is for this reason that 
I will henceforth address the ‘viewer’ as the ‘visitor’. 
2 Marion Ackermann, Isabelle Malz, and Gottfried Boehm, eds., Joseph Beuys: Parallel Processes 
(Munich: Schirmer/Mosel, 2010), 130.  
3 Ibid.   
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We observe and recognise all types of characteristics to make sense of the 
world, for example, effects and qualities carried by movement, surface, sound, light, 
odours, materials and places, as well as situations that combine any and all of these 
things.  
 
Western Society’s Ocular-centric Paradigm 
Professor of philosophy at City University of New York, David Michael Levin 
states:  
The will to power is very strong in vision. There is a very strong tendency in vision to 
grasp and fixate, to reify and totalise: a tendency to dominate, secure, and control, 
which eventually, because it is so extensively promoted, assumes a certain uncontested 
hegemony over our culture and its philosophical discourse, establishing, in keeping 
with the instrumental rationality of our culture and the technological character of our 
society, an ocular centric metaphysics of presence.4  
There is a sense of struggle with what Levin refers to as “growing experiences 
of alienation, detachment and solitude from the technological world today.”5 In 
particular, the force and ubiquity of computer screen culture and the ever-growing 
practice of digital processing.6   
 World-renowned anthropologist Ashley Montague suggests that in the Western 
world we are actually beginning to re-encounter our neglected senses. Montague states 
“this growing awareness represents something of an overdue insurgency against the 
painful deprivation of sensory experience we have suffered in our technologized 
world.”7 This awareness is addressed by various contemporary installation artists 
including Brazilian artist Ernesto Neto, and iconic American artist James Turrell, who 
are attempting to reactivate the senses through art, via deeper inquiries into the 
materiality of daily life. I discuss these artists in more depth in Chapter Two. Such 
installation practices may incorporate new investigations of materiality, texture and 
weight, density of space, and dematerialised, ephemeral entities such as light and sound. 
                                                          
4 Quoted in Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, (Chichester, West 
Sussex: John Wiley and Sons, 2005), 21.   
5 Quoted in ibid., 21-22. 
6 Ibid., 21.  
7 Quoted in Francesca Bacci and David Melcher, eds., Art and the Senses, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2003), 589. 
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Senses and the Body 
Sensation is the process by which our senses gather information and send it to 
the brain. A vast amount of information is being sensed at any one time, such as the 
temperature in a room, the scent of deodorant, the brightness of light, or the sound of a 
distant rattling train. With all this information pervading our senses, it is understandable 
that the majority of our sensory experiences of the world remain overlooked – 
particularly in our Western ocular-centric paradigm, which privileges one sense above 
all others.8 While these sensory experiences may be peripherally present in any thought 
or activity we undertake, if we try to explain this world conceptually we seem to forget 
our active participation within it. Striving to represent the world, we inevitably forfeit 
its direct presence. 
The main elements that constitute heightened sensory awareness are the body as 
the vehicle for encountering our surrounding physical environment and perception as 
the cognitive tool with which to draw meaning from these physical encounters.9 One of 
the most important 20th century psychologists James J. Gibson, regards the senses as:  
Aggressively seeking mechanisms rather than mere passive receivers. Instead of the 
five detached senses, Gibson categorises the senses in five sensory systems: visual 
system, auditory system, the taste-smell system, the basic-orientating system and the 
haptic system. Steinerian philosophy assumes that we actually utilise no less than 12 
senses.10      
A total of 12 human senses are identified by Steiner. (See Figure 1.) While 
primarily non-visual senses are investigated in ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’, sight 
itself is not ignored as a sensory conduit.  
 
 
                                                          
8 Of course, it is impossible for us to perceive radio waves, x-rays or the microscopic parasites crawling 
on our skin, but this does not deny their existence. We only sense those things that we are able to 
quantify, since we don’t have the sense of smell like a bloodhound or the sense of sight like a hawk. Our 
thresholds as humans are different from these animals and often different even from each other. See 
Christopher L. Heffner, “Chapter 5: Section 2: Sensation,” AllPsych, accessed 15 September 2015, 
http://allpsych.com/psychology101/sensation/#.Vd5yq7yqqko. 
9 Juhani Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, (Chichester, West Sussex: John 
Wiley and Sons, 2005), 40-41.   
10 Quoted in ibid., 45. 
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Figure 1. Rudolf Steiner’s sensory chart. 
 
Through my practice-led research it has become apparent that the body does not 
function solely as a separate individual sensory receptor. If the body is our very 
physical presence in the world – enabling us to enter into relations with other physical 
objects, sites, conditions or beings – then without our eyes, nose, hands, tongue and ears 
we would be unable to see, smell, touch, taste or hear. We would be unable to effect the 
physical world around us, or to be affected by it. As such, the body itself is the very 
centre of our sensory experience. Finnish architect, Dean and academic at the Helsinki 
University of Technology Juhani Pallasmaa suggests, “My body remembers who I am 
and where I am located in the world. My body is truly the navel of my world.”11  
Rather than simply considering the body solely as a vehicle for the physical 
navigation of places, Pallasmaa considers it as the very locus of reference, memory, 
imagination, association and integration. He argues for the importance of a multi-
sensory experience and awareness of the body at the centre of the integration between 
our experiences of the world with that of ourselves. In this way, the senses are our 
source for vital knowledge about the objects and events in the world around us, 
including insights into our private sensations and feelings.                      
 Of course each sense is unique, in terms of subjective feelings we associate with it and 
in response to the array of information that it yields. Yet each sense interacts with the 
                                                          
11 Quoted in ibid., 11. 
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others to produce experiences that cannot be reduced to a single sense. Our senses 
flourish together and fuse in a kind of synaesthesia. Critically acclaimed French 
philosopher and phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty defines our primordial pre-
conceptual experiences as inherently synaesthetic, wherein:  
Synaesthetic perception is the rule, and we are unaware of it only because scientific 
knowledge shifts the centre of gravity of experience, so that we have unlearned how to 
see, hear, and generally speaking, feel, in order to deduce, from our bodily organization 
and the world as the physicist conceives it, what we are to see, hear, and feel.12  
While the body is the vehicle for encountering our physical environment, it is 
our perception, or awareness of these encounters from which we draw the meaning of 
these experiences. Collecting a myriad of stimuli from the places we inhabit that are 
then processed by the brain, we begin to make sense of what we are experiencing:13 
Once brought into consciousness, a heightened awareness of these sensory experiences 
reminds us that there is more to be perceived than any single thing at any one moment: 
we are part of a complex matrix of sensory perceptions that shape our sense of Being14 
in the world. 
 Our sensory perception is not neutral, it “reflects our personal history, our 
culture and the way that our brain has learned to combine sensory inputs.”15 It is also to 
be expected that these perceptions may vary for different cultures. The world that 
people experience (have practical contact with) and perceive (become aware of through 
the senses) is deeply influenced by the ways they live and engage in the world. The 
members of any given culture necessarily inhabit an experienced world very differently 
from that of another culture with a very different language and way of life. At an 
individual level this is emphasised even more as we bring to every sensory experience a 
                                                          
12 Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, trans. Oliver Davis (New York: Routledge, 
2004), 229.   
13 Kynan Tan and Andrew Brooks, “Notes on Translation,” Das Superpaper 33 (November 2014): 47, 
accessed 1 October 2015, http://media.dasplatforms.com/dasplatforms/media/pdf/7479_1.pdf.  
14 ‘Being’ as defined by Maurice Merleau-Ponty in The World of Perception, trans. Oliver Davis (New 
York: Routledge, 2004), 56: “In psychology as in geometry, the notion of a single unified space entirely 
open to a disembodied intellect has been replaced by the idea of a space, which consists of different 
regions and has certain privileged directions; these are closely related to our distinctive bodily features 
and our situation as beings thrown into the world. Here, for the first time, we come across the idea that 
rather than a mind and a body, man is a mind with a body, a being who can only get to the truth of things 
because its body is, as it were, embedded in those things.”                                      
15 Bacci and Melcher, 1. 
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host of associations, references, memories and imaginations, which we always carry 
with us from past experiences in the present.16   
          Phenomenology 
The stimuli from our life-world17 affects us through our senses including touch, 
smell and sound, and it is through our sensory experiences between body and 
perception, together consciously and/or unconsciously, that a process of awareness 
occurs. When bought into consciousness through a heightened sensory awareness, 
meaning is formed. Phenomenon in Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary, is 
defined as “an object or aspect known through the senses rather than by thought or 
intuition”18 Phenomenology is the term used in this example to define this process of 
conscious awareness, as seen in the chart I developed.19 (See Figure 2.) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
             
 
 
Figure 2. Phenomenology Chart. 
                                                          
16 Roland Barthes, Image Music Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: Fontana Press, 1977), 142-149. 
17 Life-world can be defined as “a social, political, historical, and cultural environment where human 
beings interpret, communicate, and socially engage in multiple communal spheres. The concept of the 
life-world, however, opened up a series of questions including intersubjectivity, embodiment, 
hermeneutics, and historicity. Heidegger, Alfred Schütz, Maurice Merleau-Ponty, Jürgen Habermas, 
Harold Garfinkel, and others developed their own phenomenological studies of the problems of the life-
world, which Husserl died without solving.” (See “Life-World,” New World Encylopedia, accessed 2 
November 2015, http://www.newworldencyclopedia.org/entry/Life-world.) 
18  “Phenomenon”, Merriam-Webster Dictionary, accessed 16 September 2015,.http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/phenomenon. 
19 Phenomenology chart I developed to illustrate an understanding of this complex process.  
Phenomenology Chart to Locate Meaning 
 
Life-world stimuli 
(Physical/material stimuli for our everyday lives) 
 
Sensory Experience 
                (The body as vehicle defined on p. 5) 
 
Sensory experiences trigger conscious/unconscious associations 
 
Leads to heighten sensory awareness 
 
Phenomenological      
Process 
 
 
(Sensory awareness, 
brought into 
conscious) 
 
 
 
 
Meaning  
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  The theoretical base for developing these works comes from phenomenology 
and its study of the embodied experience. The purpose of heightening awareness is to 
allow the visitor to analyse the frames of his or her perception. This characteristic 
coupled with the insistence on the literal presence of the visitor, responds to the claims 
of Merleau-Ponty that subject and object are not separate entities but intertwined and 
interdependent, “the thing is inseparable from a person perceiving it.”20 He also argued 
that perception is not simply a question of vision, but involves the whole body: “I do 
not see (space) according to its exterior envelope; I live it from the inside; I am 
immersed in it. After all, the world is around me, not in front of me.”21  
Through a discourse based in theories of phenomenology, specifically in the 
meaning of experiences, this exegesis suggests it is our conscious awareness of our 
senses in which we find meaning, not in the sensory stimuli itself. This is where we 
make the primary and vital connection between the Self (the Being) and the world. 
Phenomenology – unlike the mathematics-based sciences of philosopher, 
Edmund Husserl’s time – “would seek not to explain the world, but to describe as 
closely as possible the way the world makes itself evident to awareness, the way things 
first arise in our direct sensorial experience”22 In Merleau-Ponty’s words: 
All my knowledge of the world, even my scientific knowledge, is gained from my own 
particular point of view, or from some experience of the world […]. To return to things 
themselves is to return to that world which precedes knowledge, of which knowledge 
always speaks, and in relation to which every scientific schematization is an abstract 
and derivative sign-language, as is geography in relation to the countryside in which we 
have learnt beforehand what a forest, a prairie or a river is.”23 
           By analysing my work and that of other artists through this phenomenological 
lens, I can observe that the physical world ceases to become solely geometrical and 
objective. By detaching from our bodies and our subjective and emotional experience, 
we become a critical mirror from which to orientate our experiences and ultimately our 
experience of the Self in relationship to the world.  
                                                          
20 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, 320. 
21 Ibid., vii – viii. 
22 David Abram, The Spell of the Sensuous (New York: Vintage, 1996), 35. 
23 Merleau-Ponty, Phenomenology of Perception, viii-ix. 
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A situation transpires through heightened awareness where invisible meanings 
grow into consciousness. In The Empire of the Senses, author Lissa Roberts, defines 
how we interpret the world in which we live:   
It is informed by a phenomenological perspective in which humans are always engaged 
with the world through the directive agency of their bodies. This fact is so constant as 
to be particularly invisible so it is important to remind ourselves that knowledge (and 
the way it changes over time) is a consequence of a particular form that our sensuous 
engagement with the world takes and to render that relationship explicit.24   
In Western civilisation, language leans towards mistrusting and denying 
sensorial life. Nevertheless, we are part of a sensorial world and I suggest we do not 
deny our sensory experiences or such exchanges with the world. American philosopher, 
cultural ecologist and performance artist David Abram further captures relationships 
between the senses, referring to “reciprocity of perception” as being parallel with 
specific indigenous, oral cultures. 25 Such cultures upon which Abram deliberates 
appear to be inspired and enriched by sensorial life: 
To touch the coarse skin of a tree is thus, at the same time, to experience one’s own 
tactility, to feel oneself touched by the tree. And to see the world is also, at the same 
time, to experience oneself as visible, to feel oneself seen. Clearly, a wholly immaterial 
mind could neither see things nor touch things—indeed, could not experience anything 
at all. We can experience things — can touch, hear, and taste things — only because, as 
bodies, we are ourselves included in the sensible field, and have our own textures, 
sounds and tastes.26      
The profound organisational locus of language exists in the whole sensorial 
world. It is not only limited to the human body. Instead, our lives are filled with an 
exchange of language, as are the lives of animals and other living things. This 
occurrence goes on without our attention, because our language has forgotten such 
expressions.27 Within this notion resides multivalent pre-linguistic modes of inherent 
body memory and language. Such silent conversations between our internal dialogue 
and our bodies give voice to the world from our life situations.28   
We experience a diverse and multifaceted life in the world and find meaning 
through our sensory systems which interpret the blur of embodied sensations.29 For 
                                                          
24 David Howes, ed., Empire of the Senses: The Sensual Cultural Reader (London: Bloomsbury 
Academic, 2005),109. 
25 Abram, 66-88. 
26 Ibid., 68.  
27 Ibid., 84.  
28 I acknowledge the significant differences of sensory perception between indigenous and non-
indigenous cultures, however it is beyond the scope of this exegesis.  
29 Sian Ede, quoted in Bacci and Melcher, v. 
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example, sensory perception is typically used to guide action, to recognise matter and to 
enable social interaction, but art can provide a context – defined by space, materials and 
time – in which to become aware of these sensations: to sense our sensations 
themselves, rather than just recognising the physical object of the sensations. Through 
my artwork, it has been my objective to deliberately present challenges to our fast 
visual recognition system in order to increase our awareness of a more complex sensory 
experience.30 
 
A Heightened Sense of Awareness  
 I am not alone in my pursuit to locate meaning through sensory experiences in 
contemporary art. Internationally renowned contemporary artist Ernesto Neto explores 
sound in his installation Piff, Paff, Poff, Puff; Piff Piff; and Puff Puff, especially through 
the dependency of a simple yet vital process of objects falling to the floor from sacks. 31 
(See Figure 3 and 4.) Furthermore, aromatic spice fragrances employed in the work 
conjure multiple associations. Neto states that “vibrant scents connect us with an 
experience of nature.”32 Correlations embedded between Neto’s projects and ‘Site, 
Substance and Sensation’ can be derived. For example, in Neto’s work “there is an idea 
that you have been swallowed by the sculpture, and you’re inside a complex of body 
relations.” 33 Similarly, in my projects, visitors enter an immersive environment where 
they can explore the art with their bodies. Neto says, “I see things much more in terms 
of the inside of my body than on the top of my chair.”34 My projects also pursue a 
variety of ways the physical environment can be explored through the body, for 
instance through sound, scent, movement and texture.  
 Our senses are an important part of our own self-composition within a web of 
relationships that are implicitly and explicitly governing and influencing our lives at 
every moment. Inside an immersive installation, such as one of Neto’s or mine, visitors 
can explore with their hands and feel the shape and weight of material. In this, a shift 
away from the visual transpires. Meaning is stimulated through exchanges from the 
                                                          
30 Ibid., 3. 
31 Cliff Lauson, ed., Ernesto Neto: The Edges of the World, (London: Hayward Publishing, 2010), 68. 
32 “Ernesto Neto: Stella Nave,” Essex Collection of Art from Latin America, accessed 26 April 2015, 
http://www.escala.org.uk/events/exhibitions/ernesto-neto-stella-nave. 
33 Lauson, 23. 
34 Ibid. 
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external to the internal body and the character of the material becomes the catalyst for 
sensory interactions. 
 These interactions were a feature of The Dream Scene in the Surrealist 
Exhibition displays in Paris between 1938, 1947 and 1959 and in New York in 1942, as 
an institutional critique of visual and traditional art. 35  French poet and central member 
of the French Surrealist movement Benjamin Peret, installed a coffee-roasting machine 
as part of this exhibition in which the scent of coffee filled the room. The potential for 
the visitor to find meaning in the aroma of roasting coffee, resides in both the awareness 
of the self as a perceiving being and in their awareness of the specific associations they 
attribute to the thing being perceived – in this case coffee. This non-visual sensation 
opens up unconventional ways to explore and locate meaning through an embodied 
sense of self in the world.   
The shift from the dominant sense of sight to privilege other senses such as 
smell, is established in Perfumed Rooms, by American olfactory artist Peter P. 
Hopkins’.36 This work is described as a channel for information and aesthetic 
sensibility. Moving outside the modern traditions of visual dominant order, Hopkins 
explores the air we breathe and smell through properties of air conditioning and 
examines ideas that transform the lived quality of everyday life.37 In this, he is not 
simply replacing the visual for another sense in a kind of revised aesthetics, rather he 
delivers an alternative by making available the sense of smell, which exists in 
collaboration with all the senses and affords us meaning. As indicated in Hopkins’ 
Perfumed Rooms there is an essential role regarding explorations for other realms of 
knowledge and processes that initiate and evoke.38 (See Figure 5.) 
The role of art in this research is to make the visitor more aware of themselves 
as sensory Beings in the world. Inside my work The Walnut Project, touch of the 
muslin cloth suspended from ceiling to floor is encouraged, the visitor coming into 
contact with both the material and the space. The cloth resembles dispersing tendrils, 
billowing in and out.   
                                                          
35 Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 20. 
36 Patrizia Di Bello and Gabriel Koureas, eds., Art History and the Senses: 1830 to the Present (Farnham, 
Surrey: Ashgate, 2010) 151. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid., 141. 
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Our conscious experience of engaging with the physical world can be observed 
by the light, space and colour fields of James Turrell’s projects. Inside Turrell’s art, the 
relationship between the artwork and the visitor is an “immediately perceptible” 39 
experience. Surrounded by light and colour, where shapes and outlines are dissolved 
through diffused light similar to twilight, a direct phenomenological experience is 
offered to the visitor. Such projects conceived by Turrell are free from some of the 
traditional features of art, such as object, image, symbol and focal point.40 (See Figure 
6.)  Instead, human perception and the act of viewing are core elements. This process is 
described as focussing on conscious seeing, or “seeing oneself”.41  
Our body operates as the organic connection between exterior and interior. This 
kind of phenomenology of art is expressed by Merleau-Ponty, who proposes that 
“essence or existence, imaginary or real, visible or invisible, art disrupts all our 
categories by revealing its dream universe of sensuous essences, of striking similarities 
and silent meanings.”42  
The projects created for ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ centre upon the notion 
that art can be created in such a way as to open up sensory experiences that enable a 
heightened awareness. Examples of this are included in Chapter Three. Gestures offered 
in my works of art involve silent meanings and lived experiences in preference to 
rational or logical knowledge.43  
I contend that it is essential for us to open ourselves to alternative experiences 
such as those offered by engaging senses other than purely visual. Such notions that 
trigger a sense of curiosity enrich our experience of life and from my perspective, art is 
about life itself. 
 
 
 
                                                          
39 Esther Barbara Kirschner and Markus Brüderlin, eds., James Turrell: The Wolfsburg Project 
(Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009) 133. 
40 Ibid., 71.  
41 Ibid. 
42 Merleau-Ponty, The World of Perception, 35, 56. 
43 Pallasmaa, 28.  
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Summary 
All our senses navigate private realms inside our body where information is 
absorbed and reconstituted. Thus we make sense of the world. In Western societies, 
technology has distinguished the senses, privileging vision and hearing.44 This research 
fleshes out how meaning is created by senses other than sight, though certainly does not 
exclude the visual. The reader of a creative work interprets and creates scenarios in 
their mind and through “multifaceted manifestations of different cultures, ideas, 
languages, beliefs, theologies and philosophies…”45 The objective of ‘Site, Substance 
and Sensation’ is to enable visitors to explore their own world of sensory experiences, 
and draws a multitude of conclusions from the evocative and culturally rich material 
offered.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
44 Ibid., 18-19.  
45 Barthes, 142-149.  
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                                                 Figure 3. Ernesto Neto, 
                                                Piff, Paff, Puff; Puff; Piff, Piff and Puff,Puff, 1997. (Detail). 
 
 
       Figure 4. Ernesto Neto Piff, Paff, Puff; Puff;Piff, Piff; and Puff, Puff, 1997 
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       Figure 5. Peter P Hopkins’ Perfumed Rooms, 2000. (Detail) Cologne, Germany, exhibition April 23 – June          
       2000 - 2005. Linen, wax, with perfume. Dimensions variable. 
 
 
 
 
 
      Figure 6. James Turrell, Wedgework 3, 1974. Holland.  
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Chapter Two 
 
Installation Practice - Site Determined  
Introduction 
My overarching objective of this research project is to open the door to the idea 
of using installation art as a critical sensory practice and as an aid in breaking our 
dependence on ocular dominance, investigating a range of other means to draw 
meaning from art.  
In this chapter I reflect on the role of site in installation practice and why I chose 
to work with a single control space, and respond to this in various ways. I explore why I 
have tested this project in the context of a traditional white cube for my final exhibition 
and fully investigate meanings of the materials. Additionally, I discuss Joseph Beuys 
7000 Oaks, 198246 and Australian artist Linda Tegg’s Grasslands 201447 as indicators 
of similar ecological projects to my own. Both Beuys and Tegg have created projects 
engaging plant life, bringing social awareness to the fore through ecological systems. 
 
Installation Practice 
One of the main concerns in contemporary installation practice is a desire to 
“activate the viewer”.48 This activation of our perception critiques the passivity of 
mass-media consumption – echoing the earlier critique of Western ocular centrism – 
and offers a means to bring about “a critical vigilance towards the environments in 
which we find ourselves.”49 
As an installation artist it is my intention to activate the visitor and induce such 
a critical vigilance. My objective is to dissect how the various material and sensory 
                                                          
46 Ackermann, Malz, and Boehm, 255.  
47 Anais Lellouche “Tegg’s Grasslands: The Beauty of Ideas,” accessed 24 September 2015, 
http://www.lindategg.com/text_grasslands.html. 
48 Bishop, Installation Art, 11. 
49 “Claire Bishop “But is it Installation Art?”, Tate Gallery, accessed September 24 2015, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/tateetc/issue3/butisitinstallationart.htm. 
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aspects of the installations affect the way people experience and navigate their senses. 
A crucial element of installation art is the artist implementing strategies so visitors 
negotiate their way throughout the installation. Direction and movement may enhance 
visitors’ experiences by increasing or reducing perspective.  
The visitor in an installation artwork is on location and is an essential element of 
the work in an engagement that challenges expectations of art as a purely 
representational practice. London based curator, author and co-founder of Museum of 
Installation, London, Nicholas De Oliveira states, “The artist and viewer are together in 
a discursive environment”.50 In other words, the experiential outcome of physically 
being in the work fosters a sense of dislocation from both everyday life and art, 
disavowing segregated concepts of reality and systems of representation.51 Detroit 
based curator, author and art historian Mark Rosenthal suggests that:  
Just as life consists of one perception followed by another, each a fleeting, non-linear 
moment, an installation courts the same dense, ephemeral experience. Whereas painting 
and sculpture freeze time and perhaps suggest something eternal, installation abhors 
such an effect. The viewer is in the present, experiencing temporal flow and spatial 
awareness... there is no separation or dichotomy between the perceiver and the object.52 
 Through a discourse based on theories of phenomenology and its studies in the 
meaning of experiences, I am attempting to create conditions in which the visitor can 
develop a heightened awareness of their conscious or unconscious associations with 
sensory experience.  
While my installation project is centred on activating a range of sensory 
responses, its location within the pine plantation is not incidental. Korean-
American curator, art history educator and author, Miwon Kwon suggests in her 
canonical text ‘One Place after Another’53, the term site-specific has undergone 
multiple revisions since its inception in minimalist art of the late 1960s. In this body of 
research I am using the term in two primary ways: firstly in a phenomenological or 
experiential understanding of the site (primarily its physical conditions), and secondly 
                                                          
50 Niamh Ann Kelly “Here and Now: Art, Trickery, Installation,” Irish Museum of Modern Art, accessed 
17 September 2015, http://www.imma.ie/en/page_212542.htm. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Mark Rosenthal, Understanding Installation Art: From Duchamp to Holzer, (Munich: Prestal Verlag, 
2003), 27. 
53 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, (Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 2002). 
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through the ecological and institutional conditions of the site, as a form of ideological 
and discursive critique.  
The Site of the Final Project 
There are two sites for my final project. One is the Sensory Project Site situated 
in the pine plantation at Federation University Australia’s Gippsland Campus and the 
other is on the campus at Switchback Gallery. The choice of these interconnecting 
exhibition locations is significant as it allows me to investigate both the 
phenomenological understanding and institutional conditions of each site, establishing 
relationships between the works as a single, major final project. 
The Sensory Project Site for testing projects for ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ 
is located in the pine plantation at Federation University Australia’s Gippsland Campus, 
at the Art Faculty, Ada Crossley Drive, in Churchill, Victoria. These particular grounds 
were deforested and replanted with an introduced pine species Pinus radiata, common 
name Insignis pine.54 (See Figure 7.) The pine trees were planted for timber usage by 
property owners many years before the university was opened in 1972.55 An example of 
this pine plantation is provided in a 1984 aerial photograph. (See Figure 8.) 
I have constructed a Sensory Project Site within this pine plantation that is 
cloaked externally with fallen pine needles collected from the site over an 18-month 
period. This location has been established by Latrobe City Shire, ‘Indigenous Plants of 
Latrobe City Revegetation Guide’ as Plains Woodland.56 The Eucalyptus radiata, 
common name Narrow-leaf Peppermint gum is native to this site and region.57 The 
Sensory Project Site is lined internally with Narrow-leaf Peppermint gum branches and 
leaves collected over time. Suspended from the ceiling of the Sensory Project Site are a 
series of 30 long draped muslin-cloth curtains, infused with smoke from these leaves. 
The visitor encounters a significant shift in scent when moving between the external 
area of the pine planation and the internal space of the Sensory Project Site. 
                                                          
54 “Indigenous Plants of Latrobe City,” Latrobe City, accessed 23 September 2015, 
http://www.latrobe.vic.gov.au/Our_Services/Roads_drains_and_trees/Trees/Native_Vegetation_Protectio
n. 
55 “Our History”, Federation University Australia, accessed 23 September 2015, 
http://federation.edu.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0011/179912/FedUni-Timeline_Dec2014.pdf. 
56 “Indigenous Plants of Latrobe City”.   
57 Ibid. 
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In Chapter One I have written about the phenomenological, sensory experience 
visitors are invited to have within this Sensory Project Site and I will touch on this 
further in specific detail in the following methodology chapter. Suffice to say, the 
senses that are predominantly activated in this final project include touch, scent, sound 
and Steiner’s additional sensory modes of direction and movement.  
For the purpose of this chapter, I wish to focus more on ways in which the two 
sites have informed my overall research. The second site, Switchback Gallery, is in 
many ways a controlled space for me to challenge the readings of the site within the 
pine plantation. (See Figure 9.) 
 
Switchback Gallery 
The logs in the gallery space are offcuts from a privately owned overgrown and 
neglected Christmas tree plantation located near my home. Had I not used these logs in 
this project, they would have been destroyed by the property owner, who intends to 
clear his pine plantation and replace it with pasture.  
By relocating the logs inside the gallery space, I have intended to subvert 
Beuys’ original intention: where his trees outgrew the basalt rocks and outlive any one 
generation, my relocated (or dislocated) pine trees are already dead. Rather than being 
positioned beside a marker of their growth, as with the basalt rock, they are each 
embedded in a heavy, solid concrete base. Through their dislocation, each tree becomes 
more telephone pole than pine tree. And yet in the way they are installed, marching 
through the gallery, they remain evocative of the plantation that once was. 
Not only is the pine tree an introduced species, but once it has been cut down it 
is one further step removed from its ecological value in the natural environment. 
Through human intervention, the pine plantation is now trapped and anchored, no 
longer of value or use.  
Resituating the pine plantation into the site of the gallery implicitly challenges 
the neutrality of space and the accompanying presumption of a universal viewer/visitor. 
Exploring the role of the gallery in framing an art work – with its white walls, 
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controlled climate, artificial lighting and pristine walls – the gallery model disguises 
itself as innocent.58 Kwon says:  
The seemingly benign architectural features of a gallery/museum, in other words, [are] 
deemed to be coded mechanisms that actively disassociate the space of art from the 
outer world, furthering the institution’s idealist imperative of rendering itself and its 
values objective, disinterested, and true.59  
In his institutional critique of the white cube of the gallery, Irish art 
critic, writer, artist, and academic Brian O’Doherty suggests in his provocative essay 
that traditionally, artworks become absorbed into the conventions of the gallery system; 
“So powerful are the perceptual fields of force within this chamber that once outside it, 
art can lapse into secular status.”60 
Examining the influence of this ideological framework on the art within its 
walls, the site of the gallery comes to encompass several interrelated but different 
spaces and economies –  the gallery, institutional critique, art theory, art history and the 
art market – which are themselves layered with social, economic and political pressures.  
Exploring site specific in the complexity of the gallery context (in Switchback 
Gallery), iterates my aims in the Sensory Project Site. As indicated earlier, my ultimate 
aim is to open the way for a better understanding of the Self in relation to Being, in a 
phenomenological sense, through heightened sensory awareness. I have attempted to 
make these institutional conventions explicit by insisting on the material fact of the 
gallery walls as framing the plantation within. When the gallery site and the plantation 
site are read in relation to each other, we see that the artwork exceeds the physical 
boundaries of the gallery: drawing the visitor out into the plantation where the trees 
belong, the artwork literally goes outside, “ostensibly to frame the institutional 
frame”.61 
 
 
                                                          
58 Kwon, 13. 
59 Ibid., 13. 
60 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, expanded edn. (Berkeley, 
CA: University of California Press, 1999), 14. 
61 Ibid. 
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Site Specific Art Projects 
The Narrow-leaf Peppermint gum trees have been displaced by the introduced 
pine plantation and a significant portion of the pine plantation has subsequently been 
displaced by the institutional art gallery during Switchback Gallery’s construction, prior 
to opening in 1995.62 This layering of displacement draws together the practice of art, 
art history, a sensitivity to local indigenous ecology and the various social, economic 
and political pressures implicit in the historical layering of the site. 
The notion of transplanting the pine plantation in the gallery offers a nod to 
Beuys’ 7000 Oak Trees.63 A huge quantity of basalt stones was transported to the 
specific site. To commence this project, the basalt rocks were formed in the shape of an 
arrow pointing towards a single oak tree. (See Figure 10.) Beuys explained: 
The planting of seven thousand oak trees is thus only a symbolic beginning. And such a 
symbolic beginning requires a marker, in this instance a basalt column. The intention of 
such a tree-planting event is to point to the transformation of all life, of society, and of 
the whole ecological system.64  
As the trees grew during the subsequent decades, each tree retained its juxtaposition 
with each original basalt stone.  
In the institutional iteration of my final work in Switchback Gallery, rather than 
installing the transplanted logs beside ‘the rock’, as Beuys has done, I have embedded 
the logs into cement. In Beuys’ case, future goals for the 7000 Oak Tree project 
involved continual planting of trees as an extensive worldwide scheme, an 
encompassing mission to influence environmental and social change.65 (See Figure 11.) 
While my project does not intend to be political in this way, it is clear that an ecological 
awareness is embedded in my investigation.       
More recently, the site-specific work Grasslands, by Linda Tegg66 was 
developed. Grasslands is a living installation that gathers more than 10,000 indigenous 
                                                          
 
62 Monash University, “Do You Want to See the World?”, Monash News, accessed 23 September 2015, 
http://www.monash.edu.au/news/monashmemo/assets/includes/content/20100728/stories-around-
monash3.html. 
63 Ackermann, Malz, and Boehm, 255. 
64 “Public Art Spotlight: A Tree Grows in Chelsea,” High Line Art, accessed 28 October 2015, 
http://highlineart.tumblr.com/post/64114293914/public-art-spotlight-a-tree-grows-in-chelsea. 
65 Ackermann, Malz, and Boehm, 255. 
66 Lallouche, “Tegg’s Grasslands”.  
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plants. This organic composition aims to recreate the vast grass plains that stretched 
over the site on which the State Library of Victoria was established in the mid-
nineteenth century.67 “The aim was to create a temporal layering where memory and the 
present coexist and where indigenous flora and Victorian architecture meet.”68  
Through investigations of site specific and installation art projects “a single site-
specific found element becomes the catalyst for constructing an environmentally all-
encompassing, self-reflective, and multi-focused work.”69  
 
Site Conditioned/Determined: Robert Irwin 
Material elements in The Season Project, investigate European ecosystems, 
focusing on the season taking place in Gippsland during June, 2015. The motivation for 
my actions was influenced by the introduced pine plantation surrounding the Sensory 
Project Site and everyday materials introduced from other origins. Investigations 
concerning site conditioned/determined and aspects offered in my projects spring from 
the significant American installation artist Robert Irwin. Irwin proposes the artist 
actively sets out to determine what the conditions of site are by way of observation and 
navigation, right down to determining entry and exit points. He refers to the relevant 
categories for site-specific art as site conditioned/site determined, which is a sculptural 
response drawing all of its cues from its surroundings. Irwin advises a multivalent 
selection process is important and a series of questions are crucial:70  
What is the site’s relation to architecture, uses, sense of scale? What kinds 
of natural events affect the site—snow, wind, sun angles, sunrise, water, 
etc.? What is the physical and people density? The sound and visual 
density (quiet, next-to-quiet, or busy)? What are the qualities of surface, 
sound movement, light, etc.? What are the qualities of detail, levels of 
finish, craft? What are the histories of prior and current uses, present 
desires…?71  
                                                          
67 “The History of the State Library of Victoria”, State Library of Victoria, accessed 28 October 2015, 
http://guides.slv.vic.gov.au/slvhistory. 
68 Lallouche, “Tegg’s Grasslands”.  
69 Erika Suderburg, ed., Space, Site and Intervention: Situating Installation Art, (Minneapolis MN: 
University of Minnesota Press, 2000), 11.  
70 Robert Irwin, “Being and Circumstance: Notes Towards a Conditional Art” in Kristine Stiles and Peter 
Selz, Theories and Documents of Contemporary Art: A Sourcebook of Artists’ Writings, 2nd ed. 
(Berkeley CA: University of California Press, 2012), 647. 
71 Ibid. 
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My investigation expands to question the role of how the gallery site can 
function between the external environment of raw and natural materials inside the 
gallery’s interior. In addition, I examine the gallery interior, or white cube, with a 
history attached to it.72 This project does not deny the gallery its history, it transfers 
natural context of the organic history, in which the gallery itself is situated, back 
through an exchange between the internal and external, past and present, Switchback 
Gallery and Sensory Project Site. I’m interested in how my work is re-read when 
relocated in this institutional/cultural framework of the gallery.  
 
Summary 
 ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ in the Sensory Project Site and Switchback 
Gallery establishes an intimate and indivisible relationship between the work and its 
site, implicating the physical presence of the visitor for its completion. Conveyed in 
Miwon Kwon’s writings, site-specificity directs the visitor by the physical and temporal 
relationship of installation at the site. Furthermore, meaning can transpire on many 
levels for example, between interrelated but different space, subjective, intersubjective, 
cultural, historical and locational.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
72 O’Doherty, 14. 
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                                Figure 7. Pine plantation surrounding the Sensory Project Site at Federation University   
                                   Australia, Gippsland Campus, Churchill, 2015.   
 
 
Figure 8. Map of Churchill University campus 1983 – 84. To the left is the pine plantation, Pinus radiata, where my 
project site is situated. As can be seen the grounds are densely covered in well-established timber. 
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 Figure 9. Switchback Gallery, Federation University Australia, Churchill. 2015. Photograph courtesy of the artist. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
        
Figure 10. Joseph Beuys, 7000 Oaks,     Figure 11. Joseph Beuys, 7000 Oaks, between 1982 and 1987 for  
some of the 7000 Oaks planted               Documenta 7, Kassel, 1982. Basalt stones pointing towards a single oak tree. 
between 1982 and 1987 for  
Documenta 7 Kassel, 1982. 
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Chapter Three 
 
Methodology and Materials 
Introduction 
In this chapter I will discuss relationships between our internal and external 
body through our senses and materiality. Examples include, James Turrell’s light 
works; renowned American installation artist Ann Hamilton and her project mneme73 
and Young British Artist member Anya Gallaccio for her use of decomposing materials 
in her installation art. I discuss Process art, reflecting on Eva Hesse who played a role in 
ushering in the post minimal art movement in the 1960s and the prominent American 
minimalist sculptor Richard Serra regarding his methods which implicate my own 
processes, involving site conditions and raw materials from site.  
As we move through the physical spaces of our daily lives, our body is the 
tactile instrument that we use to measure our surroundings. As addressed in Chapter 
One, to carry out this measuring our body collects a myriad of stimuli from the places 
we inhabit, through our senses. The stimuli processed by our brain makes sense of what 
we are experiencing. Considerations for my projects evolve during regular daily walks. 
My bush treks provide a time when I can mediate between my own body and the natural 
environment. Simply by walking, the physical encounter transports me into an 
experience which links me directly with my surrounding environment. Since I 
predominantly select my materials from natural environments these walks are central to 
my process and practice.  
Robert Irwin describes this same perceptual experience in a phenomenological 
sense:  
Being embodies in you the observer, participant or user, your complete genetic, cultural 
and personal histories as subsidiary cues bearing on your focal attending (experiencing) 
of your circumstances…. Circumstance, of course, encompasses all of the conditions, 
qualities and consequences making up the real context of your being in the world.74 
Referring back to Irwin’s criteria for site-analysis, he suggests the process must 
begin with a hands-on, intimate reading of the site, which through my daily walks, led 
                                                          
73 Judith Nesbitt, ed., mneme: An exhibition by Ann Hamilton (London: Tate Gallery Publications, 1994).  
74 Irwin in Stiles and Selz, 648. 
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me to consider more deeply the Melaleuca quinquenervia,75 commonly known as the 
swamp paperbark. As Irwin suggests:  
A quiet distillation of all of this—while directly experiencing the site-determines all 
the facets … Aesthetic sensibility, of physicality, gesture, dimensions, materials, kind 
and level of finish, details, etc.; whether the response should be monumental or 
ephemeral, aggressive or gentle, useful, sculptural, architectural, or simply the planting 
of a tree, or maybe even doing nothing at all.76 
I have used the paperbark of the Melaleuca quinquenervia tree throughout fabrication 
of the Sensory Project Site in the pine plantation. The decision to utilise this particular 
paperbark in my project is due to its abundance, aesthetic qualities and manageability. 
The supple layers of pink bark have similar qualities to skin and yet are robust enough 
to endure strong weather conditions. Without difficulty the malleable bark was woven 
throughout the walls and roof of the Sensory Project Site.  
I chose to use this native paperbark as a counterpoint to the surrounding pine 
trees at this site, investing the project site and the visitor, back into the past through 
nuances of the native forest’s lineage and transformation. The repetitive and ritualistic 
process of assembling and weaving the textured walls of this site echoes methodologies 
of internationally acclaimed German conceptual artist Wolfgang Laib’s who works 
predominantly with natural materials. In particular, Laib’s connections between natural 
elements and the time he spends gathering and installing pollen and his ritualistic acts 
similar to the habitual activity of bees.77 Laib’s activities in the studio are further 
stimulated by the seasonal and natural cycles of the earth.78  
Once inside the Sensory Project Site, the visitor is placed at the “crux of the 
determining process”79, invited to use the same immediate cues I used in forming my 
creative-response to the site.  
                                                          
75 Melaleuca quinquenervia, is probably the most familiar of the "paperbarks" in eastern Australia. It is a 
very common species along coastal streams and swamps and is widely cultivated. It is a small to 
medium-sized tree which can reach 25 metres but is usually up to 12 metres in cultivation. The bark is 
persistent and develops a multi-layered papery habit. The bark can be easily peeled off in sheets and this 
has been used as lining for hanging baskets. It is not a practice that should be encouraged. (accessed 12 
October 2015) http://anpsa.org.au/m-qui.html  
76 Irwin in Stiles and Selz, 647. 
77 Linda Weintraub, Arthur Danto and Thomas McEvilley, Art on the Edge and Over: Searching for Art’s 
Meaning in Contemporary Society, 1970s-1990s (New York: Arts Insight Publishers, 1996), 41.   
78 Ibid., 43. 
79 Robert Irwin Being and Circumstance: Notes Towards a Conditional Art, (Larkspur Landing CA: 
Lapis Press, 1985), 17.     
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This exhibition brings together both the qualities of the site itself (the Sensory 
Project Site and the plantation it is situated within) and the physical materials I insert 
into this permeable space. In reference to Irwin’s philosophy, what applied to the artist 
now applies to the visitor.80 
 
Testing the Senses through Materiality            
                   Each of the eight projects test a different phenomenological and physical 
relationship to the senses. In The Walnut Project, touch and movement was presented to 
visitors and walnut ink to mark make on paper. To obscure vision, stimulate touch, 
movement and arouse smell, vertical lengths of muslin cloth dyed with walnut ink and 
infused with walnut smoke hung from ceiling to floor. (See Figures 12 and 13.) Sound 
was roused by burnt walnut wood cinders spread across the floor and crunched under 
foot. 
Aromatic Tapestries, 2014 enclosed vertical strips of hessian hung from ceiling 
to floor to obscure the visitors’ vision. Touch was stimulated as visitors made their way 
between the strips of hessian and the scent from mandarin oil, cloves, lemongrass oil 
and fresh jasmine flowers perfumed the air. (See Figure 14.) 
Icy, Smooth and Slippery, 2014 consisted of blocks of ice stacked on top of a 
tank stand. Temperature was observed as the ice melted from the sunshine seeping 
through the skylight. Melting ice made a ping, pang, ping sound as it collected into tin 
buckets beneath the tank stand. Drops of eucalyptus oil inside the buckets provided a 
subtle fresh aroma.  
Pine Atomizer 2014 tested whether artificial air fresheners have any correlation 
with the genuine pine plantation scent. Visitors could assess the dissimilar aromas 
between the outside environment of a genuine pine tree plantation with the artificial 
smell of aerosol Pine-O-Clean and pine scented car deodorizers.  
Icy, Smooth and Slippery # 2 2014 investigated sensory experiences from ice.  
Visitors could sit amongst the blocks of ice, touching it, feeling its temperature and 
                                                          
80 Irwin in Stiles and Selz, 647.  
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listening to the sound of ice as it melted, dripping and splattering into tin buckets. 
Drops of lavender oil inside the buckets provided a subtle floral fragrance.                                   
.                                                                                                                                                                                
Weeping Bouquets, 2015 addressed touch, smell and movement from fresh, 
green weeping willow branches that hung from ceiling to floor filling the Sensory 
Project Site. Visitors could explore touch and smell from the willow branches as they 
walked around the space. Transformation during the decomposition process produced 
multiple aroma readings from subtle sweet fermentation to a robust petrichor81 earthy 
scent.   
The counterpoint project Pinus Radiata Replica 2015, investigated aesthetic 
qualities of an artificial Christmas tree compared with genuine pine trees. The artificial 
Christmas tree foliage was smooth, flexible and paper-thin, whereas the genuine pine 
tree foliage was soft, flexible, sticky, moist and pointy. When the breeze blew the 
plastic tessellated leaves of the Christmas tree and the genuine pine tree needles, in both 
instances, made a similar rustling sound.  
Touch was investigated in The Season Project, as visitors walked amongst 
muslin cloth hanging from ceiling to floor at the entry of the Sensory Project Site. (See 
Figure 15.) Sound was produced from leaves crunching under foot. Smell was 
stimulated from the scent of two mounds of partially peeled mandarins and the walnut 
smoke aroma from the muslin cloth.  
 
 
Process Art 
Processes used in ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ are free from definitive 
results, progressing through considerations which permit a degree of freedom, 
particularly concerning material handling methods. I employ materials directly or with 
as little manipulation as possible, so the language of materiality can spring forward – 
for example, jasmine flowers pressed directly into hessian strips in Aromatic Tapestries 
or melting ice in Icy Smooth and Slippery. This way I anticipate the work to be loose 
enough for the visitor to find their own resolution and meaning.  
                                                          
81 Petrichor is a “pleasant smell that frequently accompanies the first rain after a long period of warm, dry 
weather”. (See Oxford Dictionaries, “Petrichor”, accessed 10 October 2015, 
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/petrichor.) 
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As a pilot project I initiated The Walnut Project. I restricted all my 
investigations to material elements derived from the walnut tree, researched the history 
and uses for the walnut tree and sourced a recipe to make walnut ink and dye. Some of 
my walnut ink drawings are associated with illustrating the organic quality of both the 
walnut ink and walnut tree, for example, the nuts, leaves, twigs and flowers. (See 
Figure 16.) Following these drawings, The Walnut Project was propelled through 
investigations and experiments concerning sensory experiences derived from the 
material elements of the walnut tree.       
  This emphasis on direct process was informed by the Process Art movement 
from the 1950s onwards, which emphasised the value of the creative process rather than 
any completed art object, or artefact, which may result from this.82 For the purpose of 
this exegesis, I am defining process in my research as transient, sensorial expressive 
aspects of material handling. Process artists including Eva Hesse and Richard Serra, 
often addressed site-specificity in their installations, carrying out random acts such as 
throwing materials over the floor. This pursuit imbued their work with the 
impermanence and disintegrative materials, as seen in Hesse’s Area83 (See Figure 17.) 
or Serra’s 1968 work Splashing.84  
Hesse’s highly sensitive and expressive handling of materiality correlates with 
my own approach. However, my projects are critically guided by processes concerning 
the site’s conditions, which are then enhanced by specific physical materials in order to 
create an opportunity that may heighten our sensory experiences of that site. Like 
Hesse, I am interested in working with pliable materials to create abstract 
configurations within my various installation projects. My processes also unfold as my 
projects progress. The ephemerality of the art object created through process art 
requires questioning as to whether one can actually see it, discover the value or 
potential and perceive it in its real context.  
To realise the work of art itself, the visitors’ perception needs to engage by 
physical responses through sensory experiences. Weeping Bouquets for example, 
involves looking skyward and could be evocative of an encounter beyond the corporeal. 
                                                          
82 Kristine Stiles “Introduction: Process” in Stiles and Selz, 686. 
83 “Area - Eva Hesse, 1968”, Cave to Canvas, accessed 15 November 2015, 
http://www.cavetocanvas.com/post/9443639463/area-eva-hesse-1968. 
84 Stiles in Stiles and Selz, 688. 
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Notions such as life, transformation and renewal, could be derived from the weeping 
willow leaves that transformed over time. As the leaves decomposed, their scent 
evolved from a light organic vegetation to a scent similar to dry wilted flowers in a 
vase.   
 
Reduction of Symbolic and Figurative Representation 
Sensory experiences of all kinds create opportunities for realisations and 
remembrances, floods of connections and revelations that lead to personal insights and 
a heightened awareness of the self. Our internal and external world are continuously 
being recreated due to the coalescence of our various senses, and the exchanges and 
encounters that shape and inform our experience of space.85 Italian contemporary art 
critic Achille Bonito Oliva suggests that the reductive forms of many contemporary 
installation practices employ materials stripped of symbolic and figurative 
representation to enable a more expansive, unencumbered, sensory encounter with the 
work:  
After the anorexia of the image caused by the digital era and the internet, after 
conceptual art, now we are witnessing a polysensory comeback, in order to give real 
foundations to what we see through its materiality, its technical explicitness, and also 
with elements that reach beyond the traditional limits of the medium (for example 
trompe-l’oeil). Now we have the presentation of materials rather than their 
representation—real materials.86 
Formal abstraction is very important to this suite of projects, as I do not want the 
visitor’s encounter with the works to be linear or explicit – I wish for the visitor to have 
an immediate and direct encounter or gestalt87 with the materials and the site. Through 
setting up this quiet, contemplative environment, I hope that the visitor can draw their 
own, unique meaning from the work.  
Working with light-as-material offers equally non-representational potential for 
contemplation. James Turrell’s light and colour filled rooms88 exemplified by The 
                                                          
85 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, ed. J.H. Muirhead (Edinburgh: Riverside Press, 1929), 178-179. 
86 Bacci and Melcher, 12. 
87 Definition of ‘gestalt’: “a structure, configuration, or pattern of physical, biological, or psychological 
phenomena so integrated as to constitute a functional unit with properties not derivable by summation of 
its parts”.. Merriam-Webster Dictionary, “Gestalt”, accessed 5 November 2015, http://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/gestalt. 
88 Kirschner and Brüderlin, 133. 
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Roden Crater Project, reveal an alternative, external order of mediation where light 
itself is the material. Turrell’s light and colour fields examine sight dissolving into 
sensorial manifestations.89 Turrell’s unique fields of light offer materiality with hidden 
qualities, essentially between the corporeal and cognitive experience. (See Figure 18.) 
His work is quite divorced from tangible objects, exchanged for processes that engage 
transient materials such as light and colour, situated in specifically selected sites.90 
Turrell’s framework concerning light is as follows:  
First of all, I am not dealing with an object. The object is perception itself. Secondly, I 
am not dealing with an image, because I want to avoid any associative symbolic 
thought. Thirdly, I’m not dealing with a special purpose or focal point, either. With no 
object, image or purpose, what are you looking at? You are looking at yourself 
looking.91 
My interest in Turrell concerns his processes that allow the artwork to remain 
open for inherent and multiple interpretations. The corporeal, sensorial experiences 
derived from Turrell’s light and colour fields are supported by Merleau-Ponty’s 
statement that “Man is not — as he still is in the Cartesian system — separated into 
body and awareness, but a body creature in which tangibleness and perception come 
together.”92 We are affected by both internal and external stimuli that is inclusive of 
sensations, defined by light and colour fields. We are connected between our perception 
and the stimuli of materiality.  
Whilst I didn’t have the opportunity to visit James Turrell; a retrospective at the 
National Gallery of Australia in 2015, I was fortunate to visit Turrell’s ‘Amarna’ at 
MONA in Tasmania in June 2015. Due to the unpredictable nature of the work 
operating at sunrise and sunset, when I visited it was a dark overcast winter day and 
‘Amarna’ wasn’t operating. I shifted my attention towards the mechanism of the work 
and noticed the reflective qualities of the floor and ceiling surface which provided me 
with an understanding about how sunlight illuminates this space. 
 
 
                                                          
89 Ibid., 74.  
90 Ibid., 73-74. 
91 Ibid., 71. 
92 Ibid., 133. 
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Material Properties  
When we directly confront material, consciously or not we establish a set of 
relationships and associations between ourselves and the material, for example weight, 
smell, texture, colour, sound, scale and temperature. The brain quickly reads sensory 
stimuli from materials and brings ready-made meanings to the fore to assist 
interpretation.93 Ann Hamilton understands materiality’s potential to convey meaning, 
as demonstrated by the dense layers of suspended cloth in her installation mneme. Cloth 
is significant because it reinforces ideas relating to a skin existing between interior and 
exterior. As Hamilton points out, cloth carries out a type of “metamorphosis by 
accumulation.”94 In her work, it reinforces the idea of skin as the façade that links the 
body to the external world, both revealing and concealing.95(See Figure 19.) Visitors 
can discover personal meaning in Hamilton’s work through the relationship between 
their experience and the material. Judith Nesbitt, editor of the mneme catalogue notes 
that in Hamilton’s work “the wisdom of the body often takes the form of destabilising 
the traditionally passive relationship between art object and spectator.”96 Similarly, the 
paperbark and muslin cloth also with skin like qualities, employed in my ‘Site, 
Substance and Sensation’ projects, informs innate language that occurs between our 
sensing body and material.   
Hamilton’s projects convey meaning on many levels: subjective, intersubjective, 
cultural, historical and locational.97 The consistency, continuity and permanence of the 
experiential world cannot arise from fragmentary visual perceptions alone. It is these 
very properties that through the dialectics of the visible and invisible being subjective, I 
hope to manifest for visitors in ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’.  
The Walnut Project for example, has a strong correlation with mneme in terms 
of its creation as an immersive environment where visitors draw meaning between 
material and sensory experiences through immersion. Engaging with the material 
properties of walnut elements in this work, visitors could experience smell activated by 
                                                          
93 Bacci and Melcher, xi.   
94Nesbitt, 16.  
95 Ibid.   
96 Ibid, 15. 
97 Nick Kaye, Site-Specific Art: Performance, Place and Documentation, (London: Routledge, 2000), 55-
56. 
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the scent of walnut wood smoke infused into the muslin cloth.98 Other material 
properties were explored by boiling water with walnut husks for several hours to make 
a dye for staining the muslin cloth, and ink for visitors to mark make on paper. Charcoal 
and cinders from burnt walnut wood spread across the floor produced a crunching 
sound when walked upon.  
 
Transformative Qualities of Material 
Circumstances regarding transformative qualities of material are easily 
identified in projects by Anya Gallaccio. Materials employed by Gallaccio include 
apples, oranges, chocolate and roses. The organic nature of these materials yield 
processes of transformation and decay with capricious results.99 Gallaccio takes 
pleasure in the inherent qualities and unpredictability of organic material and ideas of 
transformation cycles.100 For example, in because nothing has changed 2000,101 a 
cornucopia of decaying apples “clustering like roe or caviar, where cells fuse, split and 
body fluids change rhythm, speeding up or slowing down”102 are attached to a lifeless 
tree that has been cast in bronze. (See Figure 20.) In Intensities and Surfaces, 
Gallaccio’s creative expression considers “permanence and industrial precision.”103 
Intensities and Surfaces was comprised of a block of ice which transformed over three 
months, ultimately into a pool of water reflecting the surrounding interior of a 
nineteenth-century water pumping station in east London.104 (See Figure 21.)  
A similar transformation occurred in my Icy, Smooth and Slippery project. In 
this project I examined the effects from the ice melting, determined by the surrounding 
temperature. Ice exudes coolness, altering the temperature within its environment. 
                                                          
98 The walnut tree is named after the Roman god Jupiter. Some of its varied uses over time include 
opulent furniture, nutrition and medicine. It was also used for trade in ancient times. Some of these uses 
date back 17,000 years to prehistoric France. It is identified botanically as “Juglans”, from the Latin 
words “Jovis” meaning Jupiter and “glans”. Such layers of history can provide channels for a bounty of 
diverse meanings. (See “Walnut History and Cultivation”, California Walnuts, accessed 8 November 
2013, http://www.walnuts.org/about-walnuts/walnut-history/.)  
99 Michael Petry, The Art of Not Making: The New Artist/Artisan Relationship (New York: Thames and 
Hudson, 2011), 46. 
100 Ibid. 
101 Norman Bryson et al. Anya Gallaccio, (London: Ridinghouse, 2013), 16.                                                                                          
102 Bryson et al., 20. 
103 Jennifer Mundy, “Lost Art: Anya Gallaccio,” Tate Gallery, accessed 13 October 2015, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/context-comment/articles/gallery-lost-art-anya-gallaccio. 
104 Ibid.   
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Furthermore, ice consists of a loose, slippery and at the same time hard surface. The 
essence of ice speaks to a range of senses. (See Figure 22.). 
Interconnection between the transformative qualities of material are reflected 
with our biological self. Perception of transformative materials can be defined as 
experiencing the flow of time. How the processes of time transforms organic matter is 
significantly explored in ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ for example, through the 
melting blocks of ice in Icy, Smooth and Slippery or decaying leaves in Weeping 
Bouquets. Transformation through natural processes can be experienced by visitors as 
shedding the cocoon of technologies from self and the world.105 For example, the 
visitors’ experience of the ice slowly melting and the rhythmical sound it made as it 
dripped during the course of transformation.   
 
Formal Considerations 
While my development of the Sensory Project Site and all the projects 
conducted within it are informed by the broader physical, historically, aesthetic context 
of the pine plantation — the installation of each specific project was subject to its own 
set of aesthetic criteria in relation to process, materials and sensory stimuli. 
Aromatic Tapestries investigated spatial composition and the effects of vertical 
orientation. Vertical strips of hessian hung from the ceiling to floor with a measured 
gap before and after the skylight, enabled visitors to observe beyond, up into the sky. 
This project offered two situations in which distinct aromas could be experienced. In 
one case, mandarin and cloves, in the other, lemongrass and jasmine flowers could be 
detected by visitors as they moved around the Sensory Project Site. I selected strips of 
hessian for its flat ribbon quality, its weight providing a heaviness and the simplicity of 
material to interweave sensory stimuli into the fibre. Even though the scent of hessian 
was mildly present, for me, the combined aromas of mandarin and cloves evoked 
baking at Christmas time. Whilst the jasmine flower scent reminded me of my bridal 
bouquet on my wedding day. 
                                                          
105 Suzy Gablik, The Reenchantment of art (London: Thames and Hudson, 1991), 73. 
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Icy, Smooth and Slippery involved 20 blocks of ice stacked into a large cube. I 
observed visitors touching the ice as it continually transformed. Sound was stimulated 
as the ice dripped into tin buckets, while a subtle scent of eucalyptus drifted through the 
air. The dripping sound stirred childhood memories of milking a cow by hand and the 
sound of the milk squirting into a bucket. The shape of the ice was continually affected 
by the constantly changing weather and temperature. A significant feature of this 
project was that it only existed for the duration of the ice. Eucalyptus scent is quite 
distinct. At the exit of the Melbourne airport, for me and my family, the scent of 
eucalyptus is a sensorial reference supporting homecoming from travels abroad.     
The counterpoint project Pine Atomizer comprised of two aerosol cans of Pine-
O-Clean air freshener placed on pine tree stumps. Several cardboard pine tree shaped, 
car deodorizers hung from the ceiling of the Sensory Project Site. Tension was roused 
between the aesthetics of these objects placed in the environment of the Sensory Project 
Site. I selected pine scented deodorizers as a response to the immediate environment of 
the pine plantation. I was surprised to find how little the deodorizers smelt like the 
actual pine forest.    
I investigated the material properties of ice in Icy, Smooth and Slippery # 2. For 
more intimate experience visitors could sit amongst the ice. (See Figure 23.) Other 
considerations involved the ice melting as it splattered into tin buckets. In contrast with 
the external scent of the pine plantation, I applied drops of lavender oil inside the 
buckets to produce a subtle floral scent inside the Sensory Project Site. Ice blocks were 
selected to investigate sensory aspects and transformation over time. The subtle scent of 
lavender stimulated my memories of gardens in summer and handmade soaps. 
 
Weeping Bouquets consisted of weeping willow branches that hung from ceiling 
to floor, filling the entire Sensory Project Site. During my daily treks along the creek 
path near my home, I experience the brushing of overhanging, leafy weeping willow 
branches touching my body as I walk by. I enjoy the bright vivid green growth in spring 
and the shade they provide in the heat of summer. I observed processes of 
transformation and decomposition. The colours, textures, sounds and smell continually 
changed as the foliage decomposed. As leaves decayed they became brittle to touch and 
crumbled when walked over. In this space, visitors’ movements altered during the 
course of time from encumbered to less restricted. For me, at the beginning of this 
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project I felt excited amongst the soft willow branches like a child hiding in a leafy 
garden, however, after the branches turned brittle I found the dryness of the foliage 
uncomfortable on my skin and the scent made my sinuses tingle.     
In the counterpoint project Pinus Radiata Replica, the aesthetic criteria engaged 
with positioning an artificial Christmas tree in the pine plantation, surrounding the 
Sensory Project Site. Much like Pine Atomizer I wanted to test the aesthetic qualities 
between the real and artificial. Aesthetic qualities of sound, smell and touch were 
compared between the artificial pine tree and genuine pine trees. The presence of the 
artificial Christmas tree was incongruent with the genuine pine tree plantation. (See 
Figure 24.)   For me the Christmas tree in the pine plantation evoked little sensation, 
there was barely any sensory experience in comparison with the genuine pine trees.                                                     
The pine plantation influenced my research as I explored the impacts of 
European ecosystems. The Season Project entailed material elements concerning the 
season from mid-to-late June 2015 in Gippsland. To trigger heightened sensory 
awareness from everyday materials, dry maple and elm leaves were scattered across the 
floor to activate sound and a mound of partially peeled mandarins were placed on a 
timber bench seat. To persuade other senses to become more prevalent, muslin cloth 
infused with walnut smoke (reminiscent of a local burn off) was hung at the entry so as 
to partially obscure vision. After previous testing of mandarin scent and walnut smoke 
infused muslin cloth, I felt a degree of excitement by the potential from these elements, 
therefore decided to investigate furthermore through The Season Project. The obscurity 
of the muslin cloth and gentle aroma of smoke reminded me of autumn rural burn offs. 
The crunching sound underfoot of maple and elm leaves along with the scent of 
mandarins on the bench seat inside the Sensory Project Site, reminded me of my early 
school years in the shelter shed at play time. 
In the final project developed in response to Switchback Gallery, multiple pine 
tree logs are positioned vertically throughout the gallery. In an effort to deaden the echo 
in the gallery and enhance the scent of pine, a layer of pine bark and needles cover the 
floor. The pine plantation frames Switchback Gallery. Switchback Gallery frames the 
immersive installation of vertical pine tree logs and the Sensory Project Site is framed 
by the pine tree plantation. The pine plantation is surrounded by native endemic Plains 
Woodlands. Juxtaposing the heaviness of the vertical pine log installation inside 
Switchback Gallery, a lighter airy space is offered to visitors inside the Sensory Project 
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Site. Installed in this space are multiple layers of muslin cloth infused with the smoke 
from the Narrow-leaf Peppermint gum. 
 An interesting tension may arise between the material aesthetics of Peppermint 
gum foliage cladding the interior of the Sensory Project Site and the peripheral textures 
of the pine plantation. The internal space of the Sensory Project Site has a quiet and 
calm ambience combined with the evocative materials of gum tree foliage. In 
comparison, the external environment consists of rows of pine trees, rough bark, 
knobbly pine cones and twigs scattered over a dense layer of pine needles covering the 
ground, the sun and wind passing through the pine trees and the smell of pine resin 
drifts through the air. 
As mentioned in the previous chapter, Wolfgang Laib explores similar notions 
to these. The ordinary and real is exemplified by Laib in situations of extreme 
experiences with nature by evocative materials, specifically pollen, beeswax, rice, milk 
and stone. (See Figure 25.) The significance of Laib’s work is its ability to “mesh with 
the room, forming a unity, which makes possible an entirely new experience.”106 Laib 
enjoys the void of the gallery because it provides a space suitable for meditations and 
calmness, the potency that exists between space and evocative materials.107 He 
considers the white cube as being like a holy or ritualistic site where his carefully 
selected organic materials operate in harmony. Influenced by his approaches, my 
research has investigated transforming external environments into internal ones within 
the gallery, and what might transpire.  
 
Summary 
Between the intersecting paths of installations at the Sensory Project Site and 
Switchback Gallery, visitors are presented with a here and now experience. Entwining 
transformative potential of materiality in artwork is a response to an impermanent world 
in flux, where we continually readjust this metaphoric encounter between our 
conditions of complacency with ongoing progression. Camouflaging the Sensory 
Project Site with pine needles was an experiment to stimulate ongoing progression to 
                                                          
106 Quoted in Peter Lodermeyer et al. Personal Structures: Time Space Existence (Cologne: DuMont 
Buchverlag, 2009), 194. 
107 Ibid. 
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the exterior perimeters of site. (See Figure 26.) Like Laib, my investigation expands to 
question the role of how the gallery site can function between internal and external 
environments. I consider transient conditions, ways in which the site is conditioned or 
determined, and the passage of life itself as integral to my creative process.  
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Figure 12. Leonie Ryan, The Walnut Project, 2014.                     Figure 13. Leonie Ryan, The Walnut Project, 
(Detail) Process of infusing smoke into cloth                                            2014. (Detail) Example of walnut stained 
muslin cloth. 
                                                                                                       
 
 
     
Figure 14. Leonie Ryan, Aromatic Tapestries, 2014.         Figure 15. Leonie Ryan, The Season Project, 2015. (Detail) 
(Detail) Hessian strips, cloves, mandarin oil,                     Smoke infused muslin cloth, Maples and Elm  
lemongrass oil and jasmine flowers.                                   leaves, five kilograms of partially peeled mandarins. 
Dimensions variable.                                                           Dimensions variable.  
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       Figure 16. Leonie Ryan, The Walnut Project, 2014. (Detail) Walnut ink, handmade paper. 
      Dimensions, 30 cm x 20 cm.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
                Figure 17. Eva Hesse, Area, 1968. 240 x 38 in.  
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                       Figure 18. James Turrell, The Roden Crater Project.  
                       Roden Crater, East Portal Entryway, 2000 
                                       Roden Crater Project, Flagstaff, Arizona 
                                       Photo by Dick Wiser 
                                       Courtesy The Skystone Foundation and Barbara Gladstone Gallery, New York 
 
 
 
           Figure 19. Ann Hamilton, mneme, 1994. Tate Gallery, Liverpool – exhibition catalogue ISBN 1-85437-138-x. 
44 
 
 
                                  Figure 20. Anya Gallaccio, because nothing has changed, 2001. (Detail) 
                                  Cast bronze, 250 live apples, twine.       
 
 
            
 
 
  Figure 21. Anya Gallaccio, Intensities and Surfaces, 1996. Rock salt, ice. 118 x 157 1/2 x 157 1/2                 
  Inches, 34 tons. Installation view at the Wapping Pumping Station, London. (Women's Playhouse Trust). 
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                    Figure 22. Leonie Ryan, Icy, Smooth and Slippery, 2014. 
                    Ice, tin buckets and tank stand.  
                                    Approximately 200 cm height x 120 cm wide x 120cm deep.  
 
 
           
    Figure 23. Leonie Ryan,                                                                Figure 24. Leonie Ryan,   
    Icy, Smooth and Slippery, 2014.                                                    Pinus Radiata Replica, 2015.   
    12 blocks of ice, 10 tin buckets, one timber bench seat.               1 x 300 cm artificial Christmas tree,            
    Dimensions variable.                                                                     Surrounding pine plantation.     
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  Figure 25. Wolfgang Laib, Unlimited Ocean, 2011. (Detail) Installation view: Sullivan Galleries, School of the    
  Art Institute of Chicago, Illinois. Photo: James, Prinz Courtesy the artist and Sperone Westwater, New York ©    
  Wolfgang Laib. 
 
 
 
     Figure 26. Leonie Ryan, Sensory Project Site, 2015. Photograph shows the Sensory Project Site after        
     the external cladding of pine needles. 3.5 meters high x 3 meters wide x 6 meters deep.  
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Conclusion 
In ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’ I met my aims and objectives concerning 
how we perceive and experience the world through examining how we find meaning in 
contemporary art by other senses than visual. Through such deliberations I tested and 
analysed how this might manifest through art in ways that are not yet immediately 
apparent between visible and invisible, conscious and unconscious. 
The discourse throughout this exegesis traverses post-modern and contemporary 
art influences upon my practice. I consider artist James Turrell’s immersive colour field 
projects as profoundly instrumental. By examining projects such as those established by 
Joseph Beuys 7000 Oaks 1982 – 1987 and Linda Teggs Grasslands 2014, my own 
ecological development takes root. My projects resemble Ernest Neto, in that the visitor 
is invited to enter an immersive environment where they can explore the art by 
engaging their bodies. I consider how Ann Hamilton responds to history of site by 
employing raw and natural materials. My work is strongly influenced by Wolfgang 
Laib’s meditations and contemplations through an engagement with evocative, organic, 
sensual and impermanent materials. Anya Gallaccio is amongst these artists of 
significance. Organic materials provide transitions such as, processes of transformation 
and decay which are determined by their biological matter, temperature and time, 
consequently these effects engage with our senses and perception. Other significant 
trajectories in my projects cross with Eva Hesse’s and Richard Serra’s compositions of 
transformative and transient materials. Like both these artists, my processes permit a 
degree of freedom without definitive results.  
Essentially our senses other than visual, which continually relay information, go 
on unnoticed due our preoccupation with ocular-centricism which captures only a 
fragment of lived perception and experience. Our sensing body stretches out invisible 
antennae into the world around us, continually seeking and transmitting sensory 
information back to our internal realm. While this exegesis has investigated heightened 
sensory awareness, I acknowledge the potential depth and far-reaching scope this 
inquiry has in relation to our sensing body and perception. For example, spatial, 
personal, public, historical, contemporary, world view, indigenous and political 
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dimensions were not examined in greater depth due to the more limited scope of this 
research.  
 
I discovered that, in order for a heightened sensory awareness it is appropriate to 
take a moment to contemplate the sensory stimuli on offer. In this way our own unique 
experiences between body and perception can merge and enable for conceptual space 
where meaning can be defined. Rather than relying on visual approaches, symbols and 
representations, my processes now have a greater emphasis on natural materials and 
responses to site specific conditions (see figures 27 -31). Pallasmaa directly conveys 
this philosophy I’ve adopted, “Natural materials express their age and history, as well 
as the story of their origins and their history of human use.”108 In this way the visitor’s 
attention can be more attuned to materiality, so materiality can ‘speak’ to the visitor, as 
a more direct encounter through the senses.  
 
During my investigations, touch, smell, sound, temperature and movement were 
explored. It is difficult to measure the success of one project over another in that each 
one informs the next. Every project has engaged in substantial ways with my growth as 
an artist and critical thinker. An examination of my own art practice has encouraged me 
to revise my regular processes and learnt approaches of artistic expression in visual art.  
Through the course of ‘Site, Substance and Sensation’, the scope shifted 
between testing each project within theoretical frameworks. I undertook a variety of 
experiments, in many ways, in order to explore and activate sensory experiences. I was 
able to determine a range of approaches, which included some less successful than 
others, test my own biases and tendencies, while exploring materiality and heightened 
sensory awareness. I discovered implications of conduit material, particularly its 
influence over permeated stimuli. Unsuccessful investigations included Aromatic 
Tapestries in which the scent of the hessian strips competed powerfully against the 
initial scent of mandarin and cloves. Extended tests alleviated the overpowering scent 
of hessian by engaging full-bodied fragrances.  
Resulting discoveries from this Masters research project will lead to a series of 
investigations that will enrich and strengthen my practice in the field of sensorial 
installation art. Future bodies of work will comprise experimental approaches and 
                                                          
108 Pallasmaa, The Eyes of the Skin: Architecture and the Senses, 34. 
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investigations at specifically selected places of interest, ruins and former trades and 
production sites, in my local region and further afield.  
The power to reveal our inherent internal world through conscious effort 
provides a deeper level of experience of the self. It also questions influences concerning 
Western world organizations and ideologies that inform and impact our daily life. How 
we find meaning in contemporary art through multi-sensory experiences, as explored in 
this exegesis, points to the amalgamation of our internal and external world. Thereby, I 
posit heightened sensory awareness is a key for a better understanding of the Self (the 
Being) in the world.   
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Figure 27, Site Substance and Sensation, 2016. Installation view at Switchback Gallery. 
Photograph courtesy of John Ansell.  
 
 
 
                                   Figure 28, Site Substance and Sensation, 2016. (Detail)                                                                                
                                   Installation view at Switchback Gallery.  
                                   Photograph courtesy of John Ansell.   
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              Figure 29. Site Substance and Sensation, 2016. (Detail) The Sensory Project Site.  
              Photograph courtesy of John Ansell. 
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 Figure 30. ‘Site Substance and Sensation’ 2016. (Detail) The Sensory Project Site.  
 Photograph courtesy of John Ansell. 
 
 
 
  Figure 31. Site Substance and Sensation, 2016. (Detail) The Sensory Project Site.  
  Photograph Courtesy of John Ansell. 
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